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Introduction 
 
 It is tempting to say that opening a Marie NDiaye novel is like slipping into a dream, but 
the comparison would not be quite right. Entering an NDiaye novel is more akin to those less 
often talked about moments on the verge of falling sleep or waking up where dreams and reality 
blend together, or better yet in the middle of the day when, for no reason at all, one pauses and 
asks oneself, am I really awake, or am I dreaming? How can I tell? If anything, NDiaye’s 
distinct voice and tone, and her tendency to revisit themes and non-descript settings, would make 
working through her different pieces feel like having recurring dreams, facing similar problems 
under different guises. In this project, the single aspect of Marie NDiaye’s dreamworld that I 
have chosen to explore in depth is her use of the fantastic to portray the uncanniness of 
femininity for her female protagonists. Gender constructs and norms stand as examples of the 
uncanny in NDiaye’s novels as familiar and purportedly natural categories from which her 
characters gradually realize their true foreignness. In her work, NDiaye represents individual 
women’s internal psychological struggles and external material struggles with gender through 
the creation of fictional worlds that are subtly but inescapably unsettling. By warping familiar 
landscapes with fantastic and uncanny elements, NDiaye recreates the feeling of dis-ease that 
defines women’s experience in a society that so strictly enforces gender both socially and 
psychologically. Because women’s experience of gender is so inextricably bound to domesticity 
both in the formation of individual identity as well as material duties and interpersonal 
relationships, I refer to NDiaye’s unsettling fantastic portrayal of women’s perspective and 
experience as uncanny domesticity.  
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 The uncanny is a notoriously difficult concept to summarize due to the infinite cyclicality 
of its definition. While it has been “a focus of critical, literary, philosophical and political 
reflection from at least the mid nineteenth century to the present,” relying upon any common 
knowledge of or familiarity with the term seems counterintuitive due to its essential function of 
defamiliarizing (or re-estranging) familiar concepts (Royle 3). In his original 1919 study entitled 
simply “The Uncanny,” Sigmund Freud defines it as “that class of the terrifying which leads 
back to something long known to us, once very familiar,” yet the rest of his analysis contradicts 
and complicates this overly simplistic definition (2-3). Ouroboros-like, the word itself seems 
caught in an eternal cycle between its own meaning and the meaning of its root word, sans 
prefix: the “unheimlich is obviously the opposite of heimlich,” as Freud writes, yet “among its 
different shades of meaning the word heimlich exhibits one which is identical with its opposite” 
(3; 7). The uncanny and canny are dialectically opposed, yet absolutely dependent on one 
another; each is defined in opposition to the other, yet in application, often one comes around to 
in fact be the other, “what is heimlich thus comes to be unheimlich,” and suddenly we are 
confronted with the apparent case that something is simultaneously both uncanny and canny (7). 
The uncanny thus is an unavoidably dual, paradoxical concept that forces us to look backwards 
and, by rule of inversion, reverse our perspective on whatever we see, know, think, or feel, to de-
familiarize the familiar and re-familiarize the unfamiliar. The uncanny is thus a tremendously 
useful analytical tool because it provokes “a crisis of the natural, touching upon everything that 
one might have thought was ‘part of nature’: one’s own nature, human nature, the nature of 
reality and the world” (Royle 1). Nick Royle, author of the first book-length study on the 
uncanny, proposes that the uncanny always take us back to “another thinking of beginning,” in 
which “the beginning is already haunted” (1). Royle argues that the notion of the uncanny was 
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central to countless theorists’ and philosophers’ work even predating Freud’s articulation of the 
term and analysis of its impact in myth and literature, and certainly has continued to be an 
underlying theme in literature, philosophy, and art of the twentieth and twenty-first century.  
 The notion of home is of course at the very core of the uncanny, which, as it is referred to 
in the original German as unheimlich, itself builds on the root word “heim,” or “home.” 
Therefore while the heimlich/canny may refer to that which is “‘familiar,’ ‘native,’ ‘belonging to 
the home’,” it is inadequate to merely attribute the unheimlich/uncanny to its opposite; the 
“equation of unheimlich with unfamiliar” is insufficient and overly simplistic (Freud 3). The 
uncanny invokes the simultaneous familiarity and unfamiliarity of home, which can be extended 
to self or other supposedly natural institutions.   
Artists and writers have been implicitly and explicitly engaging with the concept of the 
uncanny for hundreds of years, in themes of estrangement of, or from the self, family, state, or 
other aspect of collective reality. Throughout the twentieth century, numerous women have 
explored their relationships with the physical space and figurative notion of the domestic, and by 
consequence gender and selfhood, as uncanny.1 Virginia Woolf famously invoked the caricature 
of femininity known as the Angel of the House in her 1931 speech, “Professions for Women,” as 
a “phantom” who “used to come between me and my paper when I was writing.”2 The ghost, as 
an inherently uncanny figure and perhaps one of the best symbols of uncanniness, makes a good 
metaphor to articulate the crisis of realizing the strangeness of one’s own internalized notions of 
identity as they are influenced by gender. Woolf wrote that “every house had its Angel,” not only 
                                                          
1 Among them, Dorothea Tanning, surrealist painter, Francesca Woodman, contemporary photographer, and Louise 
Bourgeois, painter, sculptor, and installation artist, demonstrate tangibly in many of their pieces the uncanniness of 
women’s conflation with domesticity and the home itself. 
2 Woolf borrowed the name from a nineteenth-century poem by Coventry Patmore that extolled the domestic bliss a 
properly feminine woman brought to a home. Titled “The Angel in the House,” it was originally published in 1854.  
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to explain how women served in domestic roles in nearly every household in Britain, if not the 
entire Western world, but also to demonstrate how individual women were haunted by the same 
imaginary figure who pressured them to obey gender norms. The Angel in the House, as a 
ghostly incarnation of the expectations of domestic femininity, “was intensely sympathetic. She 
was immensely charming. She was utterly unselfish. She excelled in the difficult arts of family 
life. She sacrificed herself daily,” Woolf wrote. This caricature thus aptly combines pervasive 
notions of femininity, figurative and physical domesticity, and the figure of the ghost. Since the 
house is designated feminine, Woman is synonymous with House, and therefore in the analogy 
of a haunted house, in asking what haunts the House, one must look to what haunts the Woman. I 
argue that Woman is also synonymous with Ghost, and that Woman is both haunting herself and 
haunted by herself. Individual women are raised to embody characteristics and values of 
domesticity as part and parcel of femininity and identity as women, and therefore are always 
haunted by the figure of the ideal Woman they are told to aspire to. The haunted house is thus an 
analogy for women being haunted by their own internalization of socially prescriptive gender 
roles. 
NDiaye represents uncanny domesticity in her work through atmospheric tone as well as 
with three fantastic figures: the ghost, the witch, and the archetypal heroine or flâneuse. By 
tracing these figures through three of NDiaye’s novels, Autoportrait en vert, La Sorcière, and En 
Famille, I intend to analyze the different ways she interrogates not only the broad societal 
subjugation of women under the many intersecting discourses that enforce gender but also the 
personal ramifications of this subjugation on individual women. I call this a subjective 
interrogation to represent NDiaye’s interest not in how or why women are subjugated, but in 
replicating the feeling of being caught in this oppressive matrix of demands and expectations in 
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the name of gender. I refer to these figures as archetypes because they provide consistent models 
of social figures that embody shared traits and contextual purposes and significance as other 
archetypal characters (such as the hero, the damsel in distress, the mentor, etc) have had 
throughout the cultural and historical span of literature. As Carl Jung argues in Archetypes and 
the Collective Unconscious, archetypal figures are important among “the class of ideas that 
people at first find strange but soon come to possess and use as familiar conceptions” and thus 
contribute to the formation of a collective unconscious (3). Jung’s concept of the collective 
unconscious demonstrates how society, through various means of expression such as myth and 
fairytale, transmits a corpus of collective contents to the individual psyche, thus influencing the 
construction of subjectivity. The nature of the archetype itself is uncanny as “an unconscious 
element that is altered by becoming conscious and being perceived” in individual instances, as 
“it takes color from the individual consciousness in which it happens to appear” (Jung 5). Thus, 
as NDiaye draws upon the figures of the ghost, witch, and archetypal hero for the distinct 
cultural and literary significance they carry, she also alters them in the unique circumstances in 
which she invokes them, thus further rendering them uncanny. 
 My aim is to demonstrate how NDiaye uses fantastic and uncanny elements in her 
fictional worlds to create a feeling of dis-ease that represents the uncanniness, confusion, and 
ambivalence of women’s internal experiences reckoning with socially-imposed constructions and 
expectations of gender. NDiayean women do not scorn femininity/domesticity either as a social 
role or as an identity category, but are hesitant about the roles they are required to play and the 
ways they have been taught to be and behave as they begin to confront the conflicts and 
obstacles that stem from the societal obligations that femininity/domesticity. NDiaye’s portrayals 
of uncanny domesticity do not settle on any one stance about how women should feel about 
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femininity nor propose any solutions, but demonstrate the feeling of the experience in ways that 
no other novelists or theorists have ever achieved.  
 The first chapter, “Ghosts: The Haunted House of Femininity in Autoportrait en vert,” 
focuses on the archetype of the ghost as manifested in a particularly feminine form in NDiaye’s 
2005 novella, her only foray into the genre of autofiction to date. The peaceful yet persistent 
presence of women’s ghosts, and NDiaye’s conflation of living women with these ghosts through 
the invention of a new archetype of women called les femmes en vert, represents the tension of 
women’s simultaneous comfort in and resistance to domesticity and femininity. The ghost 
becomes a representation of the phantasmal social construction of femininity, women’s liminal 
position in society, and the re-naissance of women’s subjectivity. The uncanny tone that 
pervades Autoportrait en vert demonstrates a manifestation of the resurfacing of women’s 
repressed feelings about their designated societal role and the identity forced upon them by social 
constructions of gender. In the analogy of the haunted house, women are both the house and the 
ghost that haunts it; they haunt and are haunted by themselves in the struggle to understand 
themselves independently of the prescribed gender roles societal discourses they have 
internalized.   
 The second chapter, “Une femme impuissante: A Witch’s Weakness in La Sorcière,” 
focuses on the archetype of the witch as portrayed in La Sorcière through the character Lucie, an 
otherwise normal put-upon housewife who possesses supernatural abilities. Yet while Lucie 
comes from a family of powerful witches and can, occasionally, see the future, her powers are 
weak to the point of banality and uselessness, and do nothing to help her make anything of her 
life beyond taking care of her disinterested teenage daughters and unfaithful husband. This 
example of an “empowered” woman who is still tethered to domestic duty stands as another 
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archetypal figure that NDiaye chooses to portray in the liminal space between blind adherence to 
societal gender roles, awareness of their pervasive impacts, and subversive action.  
 The third chapter, “Archetypes as Sites of Gendered (Mis)recognition in En Famille,” 
focuses on the character Fanny of En Famille as a re-imagining of the masculine archetypes of 
the hero and the nineteenth-century flâneur. While Fanny, on a journey to find her estranged 
aunt, is not physically trapped in any domestic space, her life and identity are figuratively 
constrained by her simultaneous ties to and rejection from her family. Throughout the novel, 
Fanny is set apart from NDiaye’s other female characters who remain for the most part in the 
home, thus likening her more to the masculine roles of archetypal hero or flâneur, a social figure 
that arguably can be seen to represent the housewife’s (and ghost’s) dialectical masculine 
counterpart. However, Fanny’s failure to succeed in this gender transgression demonstrates the 
impossibility of the existence of the heroine or flâneuse because the original archetypes were 
explicitly created as manifestations of masculine values. Access to these archetypal has been 
historically withheld from women due to notions of femininity as conflated with domesticity.   
 The ghost and the witch are fantastic by nature of being supernatural, but I argue that the 
female hero or flâneuse is fantastic in NDiaye’s configuration because as a woman who attempts 
to untether herself from domesticity, she is an impossible being, a figment of society’s 
imagination that does not exist outside of fiction. This project engages with theory of the 
fantastic as developed by Tzvetan Todorov and Rosemary Jackson, who propose a definition of 
the fantastic as “a literature of desire” that uses the language and collective knowledge base of 
the dominant culture in which it exists to subvert the order of that reality (Jackson 3). NDiaye’s 
brand of the fantastic is more realistic than many other writers within the genre, yet her 
subversion of cultural order is in many ways more powerful because her observation and 
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representation of culture are so aptly focused. Her consistent focus on women and the fantastic, 
and her frequent portrayal of women as fantastic, is not a coincidence but evidence of a long-
running parallel between the feminine and the fantastic.  
 The fantastic and the feminine are two genres that have been marginalized both 
historically and contemporarily, yet share significant parallels in ideology, purpose, and 
potential. While it is generally easy to classify individual texts as fantastic or feminine, neither 
categorization is strictly a genre; the two exist more so as “literary modes,” that is, a method or 
approach to writing that consequently lends a work certain characteristic traits (Ransom 40). 
Amy Ransom argues in her study of The Fantastic as Feminine that both the fantastic and the 
feminine present the “characteristic unrepresentability in Western masculine discourse” through 
their subversion of the version of reality that is maintained by the dominant culture (38). Both 
tread the lines between “culturally established antimonies,” eschew “categorization and naming,” 
and “subvert the categories organizing Western experience [by exposing the binary vision] which 
has dominated the West since Pythagoras’s codification of it in the 6th century BC” (41). 
Rosemary Jackson argues that the fantastic focuses on “some perceived cultural lack” and 
“provid[es] a vehicle for repressed desires,” just as the feminine focuses on women’s voices 
which have historically been deemed irrational, inarticulate, and less-than (Ransom 40). In the 
intentional binary created between masculine and feminine, the masculine and that which has 
been associated with it has always been upheld as the superior side of the dialectic, and that 
which it defines itself in opposition to, the feminine et. al., has been marginalized and 
discredited. Feminist critic and theorist Hélène Cixous repeatedly argued in her work that “such 
dualisms as rational/irrational, sane/insane, male/female are ‘always both oppositional and 
hierarchical, never neutral’” (Frye 169). By “call[ing] into question these binary 
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oppositions…[and] the authority of such dualisms,” feminist writers interrogate “the socially 
constructed hierarchies they mask” (Ransom 169). Both the feminine and the fantastic as literary 
modes thus affirm the worth of that which has been historically subjugated by the canon of 
masculinist discourse. The fantastic portrays this return of the repressed sometimes literally, as 
through supernatural figures like NDiaye’s ghosts, witches, and resurrected wandering women, 
but often simply through the creation of a “feeling of dis-ease, of uncertainty, [that] destabilizes 
culturally conceived notions of identity” (39). While the fantastic has been able to depict 
supernatural resistance to the dominant norms of reality, “the other ‘specter haunting Europe’,” 
writes Amy Ransom, “is this monolithic notion of ‘Woman’,” and indeed women themselves, 
especially those who write: just by reclaiming their right to speak, write, and publish, women are 
subverting the centuries-old mandate that they differ to men (39).  
 Women’s systematically subjugated societal position across various cultures has proven 
to be impetus for many to write fantastic tales charged with social import. A survey of the 
lineage of women’s writing of the fantastic would include works notable across various other 
genres such as Ann Radcliffe’s Gothic novels, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, nineteenth-century 
British and American women’s ghost stories (which are estimated to make up at least “seventy 
percent of the ghost stories in nineteenth-century British and American magazines”), early- to 
mid-twentieth century English novels by Daphne du Maurier, Angela Carter, and Shirley 
Jackson, and late-twentieth century postmodern and magical realist novels like Beloved by Toni 
Morrison, The House of the Spirits by Isabel Allende, and Moi, Tituba sorcière…Noire de Salem 
by Maryse Condé (Frye 167).3 Modes of the fantastic are making a prominent place for 
                                                          
3 While not fantastic, certain women’s literature which I would argue carries a heavy weight of uncanniness and 
ghostliness would include, in English, Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights by the Brontë sisters, modernists Jean Rhys 
and Virginia Woolf, and in French, the novels of Marguerite Duras and Annie Ernaux. 
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themselves too in women’s contemporary writing across cultures, 4 but particularly among 
French and Francophone writers as Marie Darrieussecq, Linda Lê, Marie Redonnet, Amélie 
Nothomb, and Ying Chen, but perhaps most consistently, prolifically, and distinctly by Marie 
NDiaye. 
 Marie NDiaye has written over a dozen novels and plays to great acclaim since the 
publication of her first novel at age seventeen. Her 2003 play Papa doit manger is only the 
second work by a woman to ever be selected for the repertoire of the Comédie française, and in 
2012 she received the Académie française’s grand prix du théâtre in recognition of her body of 
dramatic work. Her other honors include the Prix Femina in 2001 and the Prix Goncourt in 2009, 
and in 2016 her novel Ladivine was longlisted for the Man Booker International Prize. Not all of 
NDiaye’s work incorporates fantastic elements, but enough of her oeuvre features the same 
“contemporary incarnations of classic supernatural themes,” “disconcerting quality,” and 
“imagery of the fantastic” to distinguish her own particular version of fantastic realism (2010, 
108). While realism and the fantastic are often posed against each other as dialectical opposites, 
Daisy Connon points out in her analysis of the uncanny in NDiaye’s oeuvre in her book, Subjects 
Not-at-home: Forms of the Uncanny in the Contemporary French Novel, that in fact, as “the 
majority of recent criticism on the fantastic tells us, realism and fantasy are not mutually 
exclusive forms, but rather, intertwined and often co-dependent” (108). In her fictional worlds, 
NDiaye excels in first creating a familiar setting that readers can believe in as real, then 
“inducing a gentle estrangement of the reader’s habitual expectations of the codes of collective 
reality,” thus blending realism with “frequent invasions of the uncanny” via elements of the 
                                                          
4 See, for example, Contemporary Women’s Fiction and the Fantastic by Lucy Armitt, Unraveling the Real: The 
Fantastic in Spanish-American Ficciones by Cynthia Duncan, and Redefining the Real: The Fantastic in 
Contemporary French and Francophone Women’s Writing by Margaret-Anne Hutton.  
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fantastic (109; 92). Very few critics approach NDiaye’s work without noting this dual nature of 
her writing, and many in fact have turned to the interplay of the real and fantastic in her work as 
a primary focus of analysis: notably, in addition to Daisy Connon, Shirley Jordan, Andrew 
Asibong, Jean Duffy, Warren Motte, Deborah Gaensbauer, and Anrdée Mercier. NDiaye’s 
fictional worlds present liminal environments and characters as opportunities to interrogate 
unresolved aspects of modern culture and life such as gender, race, nationality, family, class, 
urbanism, technology, and consumerism, and how all of the aforementioned effect post-
postmodern conceptions of identity. 
The uncanny feeling evoked by NDiaye’s blend of the fantastic and realistic suggests that 
we should never be so naïve as to think that anything familiar, be it a physical space, a concept, 
or even ourselves, has always been nor always will be familiar. The significance of this feeling, 
however, has less to do with the fantastic figures and happenings that produce it as it does the 
underlying circumstances that we perceive of as so normal: indeed, the feeling can be read as 
intendedly transferrable to generally unquestioned societal norms, such as that of the 
naturalization of gender roles. NDiaye’s protagonists are almost exclusively women, sometimes 
fantastic but often mundane, and even mundane when they are fantastic, ranging from mermaids 
to witches to ghosts to shapeshifters. Yet they are always extraordinary in the most banal way, 
set amidst the painfully normal, the milieu of the average, the unremarkable quotidian, and the 
most ghastly of all, the suburban. Characters like this reveal the dialectical relationship between 
the ordinary and the fantastic—the way the uncanny and the familiar depend intrinsically upon 
one another to exist. This tension produces a distinct ghostliness, a sense of a mysterious 
presence, of haunting, of liminality. The unignorable presence of ghosts and ghostliness in the 
late twentieth and early twenty-first century novel is a distinctly postmodern feeling, yet for 
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NDiaye, ghostliness takes a much more literal form and becomes embodied in/with a more 
specifically feminist reading. Whether mundane or fantastic, the conflicts NDiayean women face 
often are somehow symbolic of larger societal conflicts.  
  Across her oeuvre, NDiaye features women in a range of settings and circumstances, but 
one of the most prevalent is that of the domestic space. Through Autoportrait en vert, La 
Sorcière, and En famille, NDiaye demonstrates through her fantastic female characters and 
uncanny domestic settings how the domestic is simultaneously comforting and oppressive. While 
the conflation of femininity and domesticity can be traced through Western societies much 
further back, many scholars have cited the early nineteenth century as a the establishment of “the 
cult of domesticity,” a production (and re-production, over and over again in different eras) of 
industrialization and capitalism that cemented the association of women with the domestic as a 
physical space, as a form of labor, and as an ascribed system of values, all of which became 
entangled in a categorical definition and construction of womanhood.  Many gender theorists, 
notably Monique Wittig, Judith Butler, Susan Fraiman, J. Halberstam, and Maggie Nelson, have 
studied how social constructions of gender become identity categories that are projected onto and 
then personally ingested by individuals. Thus individuals develop a compulsion to achieve 
successful performance of these identity categories. Gender is therefore proven to not be innate 
to identity, to be unheimlich, a foreign concept that is ingrained in us even before birth, thus 
becoming familiar to us and indeed a fundamental part of identity. NDiaye renders the gender 
role of femininity unheimlich again through ghosts and other uncanny fantastic elements to 
represent the return of repressed anxieties of gender roles. 
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I. Ghosts: The Haunted House of Gender in Autoportrait en vert 
I discovered that if I were going to review books I should need to do battle with a certain 
phantom. And the phantom was a woman. […] It is far harder to kill a phantom than a reality. 
—Virginia Woolf  
 
Autoportrait en vert is a thoroughly haunted text. Written in 2005 for the series “Traits et 
portraits” from the publisher Mercure de France, which asked writers to produce a self-portrait as 
a “textual space in which to reveal a hidden side of the self,” the book is figuratively ghostly in 
genre, themes, and even physical presentation on the page (Connon 2013, 264). It is composed of 
a series of vignettes and anecdotes in which the narrator describes a series of women she names 
the “femmes en vert,” among whom she comes to identify herself. The primary defining 
characteristic of the femmes en vert is their connection to the domestic: the focus of each 
anecdote is on the woman’s relationship to her family, and her frustrations and conflicts in the 
home as a wife, mother, and homemaker. To demonstrate the consequences gender constructs 
can have for women and to convey the subjective experience of recognizing but being unable to 
escape the artificiality of domestic/feminine roles and identifiers, NDiaye uses fantastic and 
uncanny elements to create a sustained feeling of unease and confusion throughout the book. The 
primary element in this case is the figure of the ghost, a classic symbol of the uncanny. The 
compounding of ghosts and regular women under the same classification as the femmes en vert 
likens women’s existences and identities to the inherently uncanny existence and identity of the 
ghost, thus placing women in a parallel state of liminality. Some of the femmes en vert haunt 
houses like traditional ghosts while others haunt the narrator either literally or figuratively, but 
they are all themselves haunted by the demands and expectations of domesticity/femininity. The 
pervasive presence and serious treatment of ghosts and other fantastic, strange, and supernatural 
occurrences paired with the demonstration of various material and psychological impositions of 
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domesticity/femininity proves an apt manner of comparing the uncanniness of the fantastic to the 
uncanniness of gender constructs. 
In a style typical of the genre autofiction, Autoportrait en vert blends true 
autobiographical details of NDiaye’s life, “such as the name of her husband…and the dates and 
locations of literary conferences she in fact attended” with fictional elements, some of which are 
even fantastic or supernatural (264).5 The textual world NDiaye creates exists somewhere 
between realism and fantasy: the setting, for example, seems to be contemporary suburban 
France but remains slightly off-kilter throughout thanks to impossible characteristics and details, 
and many of the events in the narrative, while feasibly realistic, are cast in a dream-like tone to 
insinuate the uncanny. The text is also cut with photographs, some by artist Julie Ganzin and 
others that look like they date back to the early twentieth century, but are cited only as 
“Anonyme, collection particulière” (Autoportrait 111). NDiaye’s various and deliberate choices 
to render her self-portrait ambiguous represent and embody her struggle with self-representation 
and identity. She evokes the uncanny in various ways throughout the text as a means of 
interrogating notions of familiarity and foreignness as they apply to the self and its representation 
in the text.  
The uncanny is an essential part of Marie NDiaye’s oeuvre, taking an important thematic 
position in many of her books as a method of investigating collective reality, a lens through 
which she can strip everything considered ‘normal’ of its familiarity and any socially assumed or 
associated value. By approaching society, self, and literature from the theoretical lens of the 
                                                          
5 While examples of the genre certainly existed long before, the term autofiction was coined in 1977 by French 
author Serge Doubrovsky to refer to fictionalized autobiography (see entry in The Oxford Dictionary of Literary 
Terms). According to contemporary French literary critic Shirley Jordan, “autofiction has been central to the 
proliferation of self-narrative experiment in France for over thirty years” (2013, 76). She argues that the genre is “by 
definition unstable, prospective rather than retrospective,” and thus “appropriate to the unsettled post-Freudian 
subject” along with the theme of interrogation of the self and subjectivity.  
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uncanny, NDiaye underscores the cyclical and often arbitrary nature of distinctions of familiar 
and strange: as she conveys in most of her work, nothing is ever one or the other, but an 
inextricable blend of the two. Daisy Connon argues that “a sense of the uncanny is not so much 
event-related as written into the narrative language itself” and “rather than appearing as a 
collection of strange imagery with the potential to rekindle repressed fears, the uncanny within 
the novels of NDiaye […] can be viewed as a revelation of the strangeness inherent in the 
subject’s ordinary rapport with the familiar world” (2013, 261; 2010, 14). The uncanniness of 
NDiaye’s subject’s exterior worlds mirrors their experience finding strangeness when they turn 
inward, delving into the postmodern theme of the foreignness and unknowability of the self. As 
Julia Kristeva wrote in 1991, “the other is my (‘own and proper’) unconscious” (183). NDiaye’s 
ambiguous ghosts and mysterious doubles are reminiscent of Kristeva’s development of Freud’s 
psychoanalytic theory as it demonstrates the uselessness of viewing the self as entirely familiar 
or entirely uncanny: “by recognizing our uncanny strangeness we shall neither suffer from it nor 
enjoy it from the outside. The foreigner is within me, hence we are all foreigners” (192). True 
self-recognition, she contends, involves recognition of the unknowable parts of the self. “To 
worry or to smile, such is the choice when we are assailed by the strange,” she writes; “our 
decision depends on how familiar we are with our own ghosts” (191). In Autoportrait en vert, 
NDiaye articulates this statement literally by placing her narrator in the midst of the femmes en 
vert.  
NDiaye reveals the strangeness of various familiar institutions throughout her work, but 
notable in Autoportrait en vert is her focus on gender, which stands both as a societal force and 
as a part of individual identity and subjective experience. NDiaye’s “consistent choice of female 
protagonists and the challenges she poses to conventional family roles and relationships within 
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the domestic sphere have led feminist criticism to view her work as an exploration of feminine 
identity” (2010, 20). Yet further than simply exploring feminine identity, NDiaye interrogates 
the very concept: instead of trying to isolate and identify a common essence among women, an 
outdated goal of second-wave feminism, NDiaye presents the décalage between the idealized 
notion of feminine identity and individual women’s subjective identities. She emphasizes how 
the material limitations and duties systematically placed upon women affect and shape them 
individually to demonstrate how gender goes largely unquestioned in daily life and literature 
because it has been so naturalized as a social construct that is taken as a natural and simple part 
of life, society, and identity. The lens of the uncanny in literature allows for a microcosmic 
deconstruction of gender: by re-introducing the strangeness inherent to all assumed truths about 
gender, we can begin to see the ways gender permeates various institutions and the collective 
reality. 
Throughout the book, the femmes en vert appear as different versions of women who are 
occupied by so-called ‘feminine’ labor, whether in domestic service to the home and family as 
wives, mothers, or both, or in work outside the home that is still categorized as the women’s 
realm, such as childcare and elementary education. The femmes en vert include the narrator’s 
mother, sisters, neighbors, fellow mothers from her children’s school, a teacher from her own 
childhood, and her best friend from childhood, who married the narrator’s father following his 
divorce from her mother. Each of these women’s lives are defined in the narrative by their 
relationships to their families and the home. None of them have independent careers or 
aspirations, and even when their familial and domestic circumstances are harmful or 
disappointing, they have no hopes of leaving but instead take it as their lot in life. All of the 
women blend together in a confusion of names, appearances, and memories, and, as the only 
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person able to discern the distinct ‘greenness’ of the femmes en vert that sets them apart, 
NDiaye’s narrator endures increasing isolation throughout the novel. This creates for her, and 
inevitably for readers who encounter the world through her perspective, a crisis of identity and 
belonging in society, in which she witnesses herself (and we witness her witness herself) 
becoming an unheimlich figure herself set apart from the normalcy of the rest of the world.  
Early in the narrative, when the narrator encounters a woman who she thinks is a friend 
of hers named Cristina, for example, she realizes that “dès l’instant où je la vois je ne sais plus si 
c’est elle, ou si c’est Marie-Gabrielle, ou si c’est Alison” (Autoportrait 21). Once she talks to 
‘Cristina,’ and realizes it is not in fact her friend, she remarks, “il n’apparaît alors evident que je 
ne connais pas ce visage” (25). The real Cristina then appears, distinguishable from “la fausse 
Cristina” only by her pink instead of green shorts, but brings no sense of familiarity: the narrator 
asks herself, “l’ai-je reconnue aussi bien que je le pense ?” (29; 28). She begins to question her 
experience with the two Cristinas, realizing a jarring loss of her sense of time. Not only have 
“trois heures se sont écoulées, sans que je m’en rende compte, depuis mon départ pour l’école,” 
but she also begins to feel that she has “déjà entendu, ou lu, le récit de la scène [que la fausse 
Cristina] m’a décrite” (29). This is only the first of a series of doublings, déjà vu, cases of 
mistaken or blurred identity, and deceptive familiarity that dominate the rest of the book. The 
narrator finds herself caught in a cycle of recognition and unfamiliarity, both in relation to the 
external world and herself, which exemplifies Freud’s notion of the uncanny.  
Ghosts, and the subsequent notion of haunting, possess an important cultural and literary 
value as concrete symbols of the in-between, indeterminate, paradoxical, and, of course, 
uncanny. NDiaye’s conceptualization of the femmes en vert amalgamates ghosts and women into 
a single liminal identity category through which NDiaye can explore the paradoxical features of 
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contemporary societal constructions of gender, specifically of domesticity/femininity for women. 
Ghosts present “a special instance of the merging of the visible and the invisible, the dead and 
the living,” the real and the unreal, creating a space where rules of reason and rationality can be 
suspended: here, we can “start with the marginal, with what we normally exclude or banish, or, 
more commonly, what we never even notice” (Gordon 24). Avery Gordon, a sociologist at UC, 
Santa Barbara, describes haunting as a transmission of “sensuous knowledge,” or that which we 
know through feeling, “what we need to know but cannot quite get access to with our given rules 
of method and modes of apprehension” in the social and intellectual order of the dominant 
culture (60). Like the figure of the ghost, “social reality seems made-up and real at the same 
time” (37). Gender, therefore, as a part of social reality, shares that sense of being both real and 
unreal. In Autoportrait en vert, NDiaye ties the figure of the ghost to women to demonstrate the 
way gender discourses are simultaneously arbitrary, constructed ideologies yet have very 
tangible impacts on women’s lives through the way they require certain behavior from women 
and ingrain values into their identities and development of subjectivities.  
 In the first scene when NDiaye introduces one of the femmes en vert, she uses a play on 
the word revenant to parallel the narrator with the ghost while noting the often-unacknowledged 
motherly duty of bringing the children to and from school every day. She remarks how, passing 
by the house of the first femme en vert “en conduisant les enfants à l’école, puis de nouveau, 
cette fois seule, en revenant de l’école, et puis encore deux fois, le soir, en retournant chercher 
les enfants et en les ramenant à la maison,” she keeps seeing the woman staring out at her from 
the garden even though her children cannot perceive her (Autoportrait 11). This highlights how it 
is only through the narrator’s own entrapment in domestic/feminine duties that she is able to 
recognize the parallel entrapment of this other, more literal revenant. The responsibilities of 
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being a mother and a wife are repetitive and go unacknowledged to the point of being nearly 
invisible labor: dropping of the children at school and picking them up, cooking dinner and 
cleaning it up, tidying the messes left by various family members to return things to their proper 
places. All the housewife’s tasks keep the family unit functioning, but she receives no credit for 
her work and sees no product. NDiaye writes that because she saw the ghost “chaque jour devant 
sa maison, il m’a été longtemps impossible de distinguer entre cette présence verte et son 
environnement” (Autoportrait 11). This parallel affirms the affiliation of women with both the 
physical space and ideological values of domesticity, and demonstrates the way entrapment in 
domesticity/femininity can be material, social, and psychological.  
   Using the archetypal figure of this first ghost, who the narrator comes to call Katia 
Depetiteville, NDiaye explores the concept of gender performativity and the unattainable ideals 
of gender roles. As Judith Butler argues in her landmark text Gender Trouble, the paradox of 
binary gender constructs is the impossibility of perfectly embodying either gender due to the 
endless and unnatural requirements of each. While at first NDiaye describes Katia Depetiteville 
from a distance as mysterious, elusive, and possibly not even real, when the narrator meets her, 
the characterization shifts to portray her as naïve, ingenuous, and pitiable. “Elle se présente, très 
courtoise, obligeante,” NDiaye’s narrator remarks; Katia Depetiteville clearly is attempting to 
fulfill the role of hostess, the domestic woman, but not quite succeeding: she invites the narrator 
in for coffee “bien que midi ne soit pas l’heure à laquelle on propose un café,” for example (32). 
Something is just a bit off about her, and about her home. The kitchen, the heart of domesticity 
within any house, the narrator describes as a “triste cuisine tout aménagée dans les années 
soixante-dix et jamais remaniée depuis” (32). Between herself and Katie Depetiteville the 
narrator feels “quelque chose d’impalpable, un voile, une lueur d’irréalité” which makes the 
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narrator doubt that she is just a normal woman (32). “Je ne crois pas tout à fait à ce qu’elle est,” 
she writes,  
 
je ne pense pas une seconde qu’elle invente—le nom qu’elle m’a dit être le sien est 
d’ailleurs celui qu’on m’avait donné. Mais il semble qu’elle a revêtu les qualités de 
quelqu’un d’autre, sans le savoir elle-même…Je crois que la femme en vert, qui m’a dit 
s’appeler Katia Depetiteville, n’est pas Katia Depetiteville, et je crois que si je demandais 
au village une description de Katia Depetiteville, on ne me décrirait pas cette femme-là, 
la femme en vert. On me décrirait quelqu’un de très différent. Mais la femme en vert ne 
sait pas. Elle pense sincèrement et naturellement d’être Katia Depetiteville. (32-33) 
 
Katia Depetiteville stands as a representation for all women in their attempts to perform 
femininity as prescribed by societal gender norms without realizing the futility of their efforts. 
This also applies to men attempting to perform ideal masculinity, of course, but men are not 
NDiaye’s focus.6 By revealing the arbitrariness of one side of the binary, however, she does 
consequentially allude to the arbitrariness of the other side as well. NDiaye demonstrates how 
women attempt to impersonate the phantasmal ideal woman, abiding by standards and values of 
femininity and domesticity, without any cognizance that it doesn’t really exist and therefore is 
impossible to achieve. The narrator emphasizes that this is not a unique situation, that she has 
met many women throughout her life who have thought, sincerely and naturally, to be people 
they are not. She asks, “Est-ce pour que je rencontre, à diverses étapes de ma vie, une femme en 
vert ? Car celle-ci n’est qu’une parmi d’autres” (33). Leaving the house, she emphasizes the 
                                                          
6 Wittig writes that men too are alienated from themselves due to masculinity, but “since they draw visible 
advantages from their own alienation they can bear it without too much suffering” (17). 
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solidarity between Katia Depetiteville, herself, and other women, remarking, “je la reverrai, nous 
serons presque amies. Je sais qu’elle sera un jour remplacée par une autre femme verte que je ne 
choisirai pas davantage” (34). And indeed, after meeting Katia Depetiteville, the narrator reflects 
upon a series of women from her past who she begins to see as other femmes en vert as well.  
 In the stories that follow, the narrator explains the ways she has come to see qualities of 
the femme en vert in these other women. The first she shares is the story of her best friend of 
twenty years, who marries the narrator’s father, becoming his fourth or fifth wife and the 
narrator’s stepmother. The narrator writes that “certainement” this woman would still be her best 
friend “si elle n’avait pas épousé mon père,” saying that their “amitié profonde et ancienne” was 
completely broken by her choice, and that “je ne lui pardonnerai pas d’avoir préféré à notre 
amitié une relation amoureuse avec mon père” (36; 41; 43). This anecdote demonstrates how one 
of the things women are liable to lose in their over-prioritization of domestic duty is female 
friendship and solidarity. The “ex-meilleure amie,” who is never named, undergoes a 
transformation from who she once was, a transformation “en éternelle femme en vert” (38; 39). 
The narrator describes how the woman’s existence became completely banal and unremarkable 
other than “un détail signicatif [qui] ne caractérisait pas cette femme qui était mon amie, depuis 
qu’elle est devenue ma belle-mère : elle ne s’habille que de vert” (36-37). She changes her eye 
color, too, to “verts par la grâce de lentilles de contact,” which mirror Katia Depetiteville’s “d’un 
vert très clair, comme ceux de l’ogresse de la maternelle” (32; 37). These symbolic acts of 
transformation demonstrate the lengths to which women will go to attempt to embody “perfect” 
femininity. The choice of the color green, in particular, is perhaps specifically significant for the 
ambiguous connotations it carries of both fecundity and rot or illness. Green in associated with 
nature and lush, unbridled growth but at the same time with the aberrant and unwanted anomalies 
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of disease and infection. The contradiction and mutual exclusion of the color green symbolically 
represents the unresolvable paradox of the “naturalness” of femininity as something women 
claim to inherently have, yet also must intentionally create for themselves, as the femmes en vert 
clothe themselves in green and wear green contact lenses.   
 In Autoportrait’s next ghost story, NDiaye emphasizes that women “n’[ont] pas besoin de 
costume pour être [des] femme[s] en vert” (56). In this anecdote, Jenny, a recently divorced 
woman whose son has also abandoned her—a woman thrown into a crisis by loss of family—
moves back to her childhood home to live with her parents, where she finds her ex-husband, 
Ivan, and his new wife. Jenny becomes more and more despondent that she divorced Ivan years 
ago, but strikes up a friendship with his wife based upon discussions about Ivan. Jenny jealously 
and vicariously lives out her fantasy of being reunited with Ivan through her friendship with the 
wife, who is never given her own name, just the epithet “la femme d’Ivan.” One day, when she 
comes to visit the wife, Jenny finds she has hanged herself in the basement. Jenny then remarries 
Ivan, but is haunted by “la pendue,” to the point that it begins to drive her insane with paranoia. 
In a conversation with Jenny’s mother, the narrator learns about the haunting:  
 
—Elle a peur de l’autre, me murmure la mère en aparté. 
—L’autre ?  
—La pendue. (65) 
 
When the narrator pursues Jenny, who has run away from the conversation to hide, “réfugiée 
dans sa vieillotte petite chambre de jeune fille[,] recroquevillée sur son lit, genoux sous le 
menton,” she learns about the instance (65). Jenny speaks in “une voix monocorde et rapide pour 
Balkoski 25 
 
empêcher toute interruption,” to tell the narrator how she had “rencontré la femme d’Ivan” (65). 
As the narrator points out, even Jenny’s way of referring to this woman is self-erasing, “omettant 
qu’elle est devenue elle aussi, une courte année durant, la femme d’Ivan” (65). As Jenny 
explains, she and Ivan were out shopping one day when they “se sont presque cognés à une 
femme emmitouflée dans un très élégant manteau vert aux poignets et au col de fourrure 
véritable teinte en vert. C’était elle, la femme d’Ivan que Jenny avait trouvée suicidée par 
pendaison dans son sous-sol” (65-66). Ivan, recognizing her, then cried out her name, and la 
pendue yelled back across the street, “Eh bien, tout les deux, ça va ? […] Vous n’avez pas été 
longs à… Pour moi, tout va bien” (66). Jenny asks herself if it could have been a stranger who 
they mistook for la femme d’Ivan, but decides that “non, une inconnue qu’ils auraient confondue 
avec la femme d’Ivan ne se serait pas exprimée de cette façon, certainement pas” (66). La 
pendue appeared to them not frightening but beautiful, “épanouie grâce au bien-être, à l'argent, 
au plaisir sexuel,” and it seemed to the narrator that “ce n’est pas de voir devant eux et 
d’entendre leur parler une morte qui les a intrigues le plus, mais de la découvrir aussi florissante, 
aussi infiniment séduisante” (67). According to Jenny at the time she was telling the story, Ivan 
“ne s’est pas remis,” “horriblement jaloux de bonheur qui lui avait semblé irradier de toute la 
personne magnifique de sa première femme”—and clearly Jenny herself never recovers, either, 
torn apart likewise by jealousy of Ivan’s feelings for his first wife and anxieties of how she 
compares (67).  
The coveted but anonymous identity of “la femme d’Ivan” represents the erasure of self 
that women have been subjected to for so long that they have become willing to do it to 
themselves. Having lost her claim to perfect domesticity and having ‘performed femininity 
right,’ Jenny dreamed only of finding a way back to the “famille complète et resplendissante” 
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that she no longer had (52). Yet after only a few months of re-marriage to Ivan, and several 
instances of haunting by la pendue, Jenny kills herself as well “par abus de medicaments,” “dans 
son lit de jeune fille” (70). While neither woman’s suicide is truly explained, it seems likely that 
the first, la pendue’s, could be attributed to the exhaustion that performing femininity through 
marriage, and the second, Jenny’s, to the constant anxiety of under-performance that gender 
norms instill in women. Each time la pendue appears to Jenny, she is “plus belle et lumineuse 
qu’avant,” smiling “avec beaucoup de gentillesse et de confiance en soi” (69). Freed from her 
marriage to Ivan, and freed from a society which only offered her worth as someone’s wife, la 
pendue seems happier than she was in life. Jenny, on the other hand, is an example of how 
women still attempt to emulate and embody idealized femininity even after watching other 
women fail, and cause themselves harm. For Jenny, la pendue is a manifestation of the haunting 
presence that follows women even when they feel they are succeeding in embodying femininity: 
that at any moment, they could be revealed as frauds, or that their efforts could be destroyed, and 
for little or no reason, at any time, they could be left with nothing. 
Throughout the stories of the femmes en vert, NDiaye threads the recurring motif of the 
Garonne, a river that runs through southern France, into the beginnings and end of chapters as a 
symbol of paradoxical femininity and as a way of imbuing the text with an inescapable feeling of 
dread. Her sinister portrayal of the river casts it as yet another symbol of the uncanny in the text, 
one that parallels the femmes en vert and eventually is directly personified as a femme en vert 
itself: even with the feminine article in French, she reiterates explicitly that “il ne fait de doute 
pour personne ici que la Garonne est d’essence féminine” (Autoportrait 10). NDiaye’s deft 
weaving of the motif of the Garonne through the novel seems to parallel the winding run of the 
river itself: seeming to bend away and disappear, but always snaking back. The story she tells of 
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the Garonne is of its flooding banks, the dangerous and unstoppable rise of the waters which 
threatens those who, with an almost perverse allegiance, live nearby. In an analogy to the 
contradictory effects of femininity on women’s identities and subjectivity, she demonstrates how 
the river menaces the town, yet also remains a live-giving, sustaining presence. She opens the 
book with a description of how “le niveau de la Garonne monte heure après heure dans 
l’obscurité,” and continues,  
 
Nous savons tous que les digues qui entourent le village permettent au fleuve de dépasser 
de neuf mètres le niveau de son lit avant que nous soyons inondés.  
Cela, nous le savons. C’est la première chose qu’apprend quiconque décide de 
s’installer ici, dans cette région depuis toujours soumise aux crues de la Garonne. Ce que 
nous ne savons pas, ce soir, c’est ce qu’il en sera de cette nuit, de demain—si, comme la 
dernière fois, il y a dix mois, l’eau va s’arrêter au ras de la digue ou bien, comme il y a 
vingt-deux ans, déborder, noyer les rues, envahir le rez-de-chaussée des maisons, parfois 
l’étage, parfois la maison entière. (9-10) 
 
NDiaye likens the perpetual state of ambiguity that those who live by the Garonne face to the 
state of semi-conscious awareness her narrator, and perhaps other women, hold in regards to the 
paradoxes of societally imposed and personally internalized femininity. In the strict observance 
of feminine gender norms, one exists in a constantly ambiguous state of whether or not one is 
performing femininity correctly, and what consequences she will face depending on her success 
or failure. 
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NDiaye uses the symbol of the river to create the profoundly ominous tone and sense of 
ambiguity that she maintains throughout the book and casts upon other characters, stories, and 
concepts. The sense of disturbing uncanniness that is known as her hallmark style is exemplified 
here without any supernatural or fantastic elements: just through the way she describes the 
Garonne, she evokes the complicated feeling of not knowing, not trusting, and therefore fearing 
something that was once common. The thought of the river in the dark, the water levels rising 
imperceptibly, possibly threatening entire communities, is deeply unsettling even though rivers 
are often portrayed as idyllic and calm. Even the flooding of riverbanks is often considered a 
good thing, a necessary fertilization period. But by introducing doubt and suspicion, NDiaye 
builds a sense of uncertainty that gives readers pause: “il faut attendre, et surveiller,” she writes; 
“nous attendons, nous surveillons.” (9; 10). She then asks why it is that those who live by the 
banks of the Garonne, with “les maisons menacées d’inondation,” attempt to protect their cars 
and their furniture from the water by moving them out of the way, but make no plans to 
evacuate, never think about moving, and do nothing to protect their homes themselves (35). She 
writes, “Pourquoi, une fois montés les meubles du rez-de-chaussée, ne nous sauvons-nous pas, 
pourquoi préférons-nous la perspective de nous retrouver prisonniers de la maison environnée, 
sinon remplie, d’eau limoneuse et glaciale, et là, coincés à l’étage, d’attendre, dans l’inaction, 
dans l’ennui, et l’inconfort, la baisse des eaux ?” (35). In the last sentence of the book, she asks 
rhetorically whether “la Garonne est-elle une…est-elle une femme en vert ?” (108). The way 
NDiaye interrogates the devotion of those who live by la Garonne parallels her interrogation of 
women’s devotion to domesticity/femininity in the rest of the text, and consequently demands an 
interrogation of the devotion society holds for gender on a broader scale.  
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While feminist thinkers have long espoused and glorified the idea of feminine identity 
and écriture féminine as inherently separate from their masculine counterparts, which have 
historically been considered the default and the superior of the binary, NDiaye asks in 
Autoportrait whether allegiance to femininity really succeeds in subverting the systemic order of 
binary heteronormativity or instead simply reinforces it. She demonstrates to readers how 
nothing about femininity is inherent to women but is imprinted upon them by external social 
reality and consequently developed internally as a “feminine identity” in response to being the 
subjugated gender. She pushes readers to reckon with the oppressive material circumstances that 
women still endure due to societal pressures and their own internalized devotion to femininity. In 
terms of the Garonne, she writes how “on ne quitte pas sa maison” even “quand il n’y a rien à 
défendre, personne à sauvegarder” (35; 35). She encourages readers to distinguish between 
characteristics, values, and responsibilities that have been historically labelled “feminine” and 
the notion of an inherent femininity that pre-exists or exists outside of human society: these 
values can be good, but have no inherent tie to women because the distinction of women is 
socially arbitrary. Regardless of gender, people should be able to embrace certain “feminine” 
values without having to remain tethered to the category of femininity itself. Expectations of 
femininity thus place women in a ghostly position of first not being fully autonomous subjects, 
since femininity and women are inherently subjugated by masculinity and men in the hegemonic 
gender binary, but also of constantly having to attempt to embody the idealized feminine 
identity. Like the homogenized identity of the femme en vert, the category of woman has 
historically been oversimplified into a personification of femininity, which in turn is based on 
domesticity, while the category of man has incorporated the privilege of individuality: men have 
always been much more respected for their unique identities than women. As NDiaye’s narrator 
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reckons with the fact that she herself may be a femme en vert, she writes, “je pense à ma mère, à 
la femme d’Ivan, à ma belle-mère, et je redoute de me considérer moi-même comme un être 
insensé si toutes ces femmes en vert disparaissent l’une après l’autre, me laissant dans 
l’impossibilité de prouver leur existence, ma propre originalité” (88). Women, like ghosts, are 
often known not by their individual identities but their categorical one. Confined mostly to the 
house, they are not quite proper or complete subjects as men, or the living, are. They haunt 
people and places because they want more, and they are simultaneously haunted by what they are 
not, what they cannot do, and what is withheld from them. Ghosts and women are creatures of 
want, liminal figures who deserve more than the limitations and erasures of femininity as social 
role and identity.  
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II. Une femme impuissante: A Witch’s Weakness in La Sorcière 
“Are you a good witch, or a bad witch?” 
“Who, me? Why, I’m not a witch at all.”  
—The Wizard of Oz 
 
In La Sorcière, NDiaye again writes a narrative rooted in the theme of the fractured 
family set in the milieu of everyday suburban France, the banlieue. Like in so many of her other 
novels, NDiaye invokes the uncanny in La Sorcière through the melding of familiar and strange 
atmospheric elements in a version of the fantastic which “manifests itself in more decidedly 
supernatural imagery and appears to co-exist with, rather than infuse, a nearly ethnographic 
portrait of contemporary France” (2010, 110). Yet while in Autoportrait en vert NDiaye 
establishes an unresolvable feeling of uncertainty and uneasiness about the feminine role and 
identity with the liminal figure of the ghost, in La Sorcière she adapts the archetype of the witch 
to demonstrate how even supposed ‘empowerment’ within the oppressive structures of gender 
can be nominal and illusory. NDiaye’s adaptation of the witch in La Sorcière with the 
protagonist and narrator, Lucie, takes an ironic twist on this modern construction of the witch by 
rendering her powers useless: despite having unique abilities that she should be able to use to 
propel herself out of her dead-end domestic situation, Lucie remains imprisoned by domestic and 
feminine responsibilities of childrearing and housekeeping, and going along with her husband’s 
will. This paradox of an empowered but still powerless woman represents the futility of 
reclaiming or reasserting the superiority of femininity while still preserving the rigid boundaries 
of the gender binary. 
NDiaye’s play on the archetypal character of the witch positions her work at a new point 
in the development of different cultural attitudes towards women and gender constructs over the 
past several hundred years. Transmutations of the figure of the witch as an ‘empowered woman,’ 
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whose supernatural abilities lend her a strength unnatural to that of other women, present an 
extremely fruitful lens through which to view both paradigms of and attitudes toward 
womanhood and women’s role in society over time. In her study of Fantasies of Gender and the 
Witch in Feminist Theory and Literature, Justyna Sempruch argues that throughout the history, 
the archetypal character of the witch has offered a “particular and peculiar representation of 
‘woman’ in Western history and culture…[as a] complex metaphor for identification with 
difference” imposed by the gender binary (Sempruch 2). Cultural constructions of the witch thus 
reveal societal attitudes toward gender through their embodiment and depiction of certain 
behaviors and values in relation to norms of femininity. In historic traditions of folklore and fairy 
tales, the witch was a malignant character, an ugly, old crone or hag who conspires with the 
devil, and her powers denoted collusion with evil forces. “The Middle Ages and Renaissance 
projections of the witch,” which have at least in some ways persisted to the present day, are 
“either as an evil crone who impersonates the mother, kidnaps and devours children, or as a 
powerful and dangerous seductress” (Sempruch 7). The witches of folklore and fairy tales likely 
drew upon the witches of antiquity: monstrous women like Circe, Medusa, and Medea, for 
example. Classicist Mary Beard, in a lecture for the London Review of Books, argues that 
supernaturally empowered women in myth do not demonstrate a positive attitude towards 
women’s equality with men. When women are granted power in myth and fairy tale, “they are 
portrayed as abusers rather than users of power. They take it illegitimately, in a way that leads to 
chaos, to the fracture of the state, to death and destruction. They are monstrous hybrids, who 
aren’t – in the Greek sense – women at all.” Using the example of Perseus victoriously 
beheading Medusa, she demonstrates how “the unflinching logic of their stories is that they must 
be disempowered, put back in their place. In fact, it is the unquestionable mess that women make 
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of power in Greek myth that justifies their exclusion from it in real life, and justifies the rule of 
men.” For hundreds of years, the representation of the figure of the witch as a powerful woman 
sought not to demonstrate that power was accessible to women, but to reinforce men’s 
superiority and right to possess power that women should not be entitled to at all.  
Witchcraft was unquestionably evil, and the figure of the witch unquestionably negative, 
something children were warned to fear, and women cautioned against becoming: the reality of 
being accused of witchcraft and punished by death was (and in some places continues to be) very 
real. In 1893, Matilda Joslyn Gage published her treatise on Women, Church and State which 
articulated the archetype of the witch as “a woman who had deliberately sold herself to the evil 
one; who delighted in injuring others, and who, for the purpose of enhancing the enormity of her 
evil acts, choose the Sabbath day for the performance of her most impious rites,” noting even the 
stereotypical “black cat […] held as her principal familiar” (217). Cited as “the first known 
suffragist to reclaim the word ‘witch,’” Gage traced the policing of witches as far back as the 
fourth century through Western societies and argued that the witch had been stigmatized as a 
misogynist political and religious tool (Sollée 51).7 “The extreme wickedness of woman,” she 
wrote, “taught as a cardinal doctrine of the church, created the belief that she was desirous of 
destroying all religion, witchcraft being regarded as her strongest weapon” (226). Gage’s 
argument was radical for her time, and went on to influence the feminist movement of the 1960s 
and 70s, when constructs and representations of the witch changed significantly in conjunction 
with the second wave of feminism: suddenly she came to represent women’s resistance to 
masculine power and inherent, if often misunderstood, strength. The concept of ‘empowerment’ 
today is often associated with marginalized groups to represent resistance to oppressive powers 
                                                          
7 Perhaps not coincidentally, Gage’s son-in-law, L. Frank Baum, would later present the world with one of the first 
positive representations of a witch in his novel, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900). 
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structures. It figures particularly in the feminist movement as a response to misogyny and 
women’s subjugation: the concept of ‘empowering women’ implies that with certain tools and 
resources, and through systematic changes, women will become stronger and more successful in 
the pursuit of attaining or overcoming the level of success and power that men have historically 
held. 
In La Sorcière, Lucie represents the pitfalls of the second-wave feminist ideal of 
revalorizing the subjugated feminine, as exemplified by the early feminist theory of Luce 
Irigaray (Ce Sexe Qui N’en Est Pas Un, 1977) and Hélène Cixous (Le Rire de la Méduse, 1975) 
which sought to affirm the power and value of the feminine. During this period, the witch was 
reclaimed and “(re)created” to represent an “intrusion of a female subject who reverses the 
phallic gaze, contesting the authority of the masculine position” (Sempruch 3). After the initial 
construction of the witch as an evil crone, Sempruch argues that the witch has thus gone 
“through the stages that feminism went through: from positing feminist practice as a process of 
developing along with liberal feminist demands of equal access to the symbolic order, towards a 
radical feminist rejection of phallogocentric sameness, and culminating more recently in a 
critique of the metaphysical dichotomy between masculine and feminine constructs” (4). 
NDiaye’s witch is not really a ‘good witch’ nor a ‘bad witch’ because her powers cannot be used 
for anything at all: she is neither one of the “femmes qui guérissent” nor “considérées comme 
des monstres ni comme des femmes liées à Satan” (Beaulieu 152). She is therefore not quite 
successful at performing womanhood nor completely a failure. Her simultaneous strength and 
weakness, and most importantly her doubt about her given position, make her a liminal figure 
similar to Autoportrait en vert’s ghosts, through which we can interrogate the complex and 
paradoxical social situations of women within their families and society at large. 
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 Lucie is a housewife and mother whose “bland yet unusual” life consists of the daily 
activities “of any modern-day suburban parent,” but also includes “mystérieux pouvoirs” (2010, 
110). Like all “les femmes de [sa] lignée,” Lucie has episodes of prophetic visions, during which 
tears of blood run down her cheeks (La Sorcière 9). Ironically, however, Lucie’s gift is 
completely useless : “En vérité,” she says, “c’est un pouvoir ridicule que je possédais, puisqu’il 
ne me permettait de voir que l’insignifiant” (13). Lucie’s visions are inconsequential and no one 
who knows about them is at all impressed or enchanted; she often can’t even control when she 
has a vision or what she sees.8 The grand irony of the novel is this promising but ultimately 
disappointing portrayal of women’s empowerment in which Lucie’s powers fail to deliver any 
expected agency or autonomy, and instead produce a backlash of heightened hostility against 
her: her powers in fact make her more vulnerable to abuse from her husband because of his 
insecurity that she might be able to usurp his authority. Dominique Rabaté, a French essayist and 
literary critic, cites this “décalage” between the “postulat merveilleux [qu’]il existe des 
sorcières” and the disappointing fact that this “ne sert qu’à mieux éprouver la désolation de la 
vie” as the guiding theme of the novel, a reversal of expectations with a cynical moral (2010, 
111n48). In this way, Lucie’s supernatural gift contributes to the uncanniness of the NDiayean 
world and “serves to reinforce the disenchanted nature of [her] suburban existence” (2010, 111). 
NDiaye makes the familiar parts of Lucie’s life, such as her nosy neighbor, seem suspicious and 
ominous while the strange parts, sorcery and the supernatural, remain unremarkable, 
demonstrating a total subversion of the ordinary and a simultaneous representation of how 
                                                          
8 This is perhaps evocative of hysteria as it was historically used as a catchall diagnosis for various ailments, 
attributed disproportionately to women to the point that it has become infamous as an example of Western society’s 
tendency to pathologize women’s sexuality. Frequently attributed to sexual frustration and trauma, hysteria’s 
symptoms commonly included spontaneous and uncontrollable outbursts that were ultimately resolved as 
psychosomatic. See Lindsay Churchill’s “Hysteria” entry in the Encyclopedia of Gender and Society (SAGE 
Publications, 2009). 
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normality and fantasy can be inextricable from one another. Magic is domesticized along with all 
other parts of Lucie’s life and identity, “often interrupted or overridden by more prominent 
circumstances within the home and domestic responsibilities” (2010, 111). Its presumed ability 
to empower Lucie beyond her frustrating circumstance is nullified. As Daisy Connon emphasizes 
in her book-length study on the uncanny in NDiaye and the other contemporary French authors 
Emmanuel Carrère and Eugène Savitzkaya, one of the themes that sets NDiaye apart from other 
writers is her emphasis in rooting the familiar or ‘everyday’ experience as something that takes 
place and has its origins in the domestic space of the family home. Female characters’ 
assumption of domestic space as a site of familiarity in NDiaye’s work demonstrates their 
assumption that femininity and domestic duty are inherent to their individual identity. As 
“NDiaye’s ‘everyday’ is a combination of banal contexts, experiences and relationships within 
the home,” rendering the ‘everyday’ site of the home unheimlich by imposing supernatural 
elements into it thus problematizes naturalized assumptions of how notions of domesticity, 
familiarity, and identity are all intertwined (2010, 110).  
The original characterization of the witch as an evil, ugly old crone manifests the 
antithesis of the paradigm of the ideal woman who set an example for what women should not 
be. The fact that the only female figure that had any degree of power, even in fantasy, was 
labeled as evil and dangerous demonstrates the societal fear and rejection of women’s agency, 
autonomy, and resistance to the masculinist world. In La Sorcière, Lucie’s husband Pierrot 
represents this attitude towards women’s empowerment. Lucie says that, while she tries to hide 
her powers from him, Pierrot shows only “de répugnance et d’antipathie…à l’égard de mes 
pouvoirs, dans les rares occasions où je ne pouvais faire autrement que de les utiliser devant lui” 
(La Sorcière 15). In the novel, the husband is the primary antagonist: a selfish, lazy man 
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emblematic of the contemporary French petit-bourgeoisie. He is the embodiment of the 
oppressive and misogynistic force of patriarchy in Lucie’s life. Even his own mother “n’avait 
guère de respect pour ce qu’il faisait, l’accusant d’embobeliner de pauvres naïfs” (34). He knows 
of Lucie’s powers, but disapproves because they distract her from the duties of “jouer à la bonne 
petite maman” and he hates her for it (36). “Moi je le fâchais et le dégoûtais,” Lucie says, but 
“que pouvais-je faire? Je tenais la maison” (34). She has no choice but to carry on keeping house 
for their twin daughters, all while noting that “un peu plus de répulsion et de rancœur encore 
dans le bagage mal ajusté des sentiments de mon mari rendraient oppressante l'atmosphère plutôt 
désordonnée de la maison” (16). While the feeling of dis-ease is much more explicitly negative 
in La Sorcière than in Autoportrait en vert, the similarity in how NDiaye locates the 
uncomfortable uncanniness in the family affirms her thematic tendency to use “family 
estrangement,” the “failure of family,” and the “persistent sense of unease about family 
relations” to call familiar conceptions of domesticity and women’s responsibility to the family 
into question (Jordan 53). Women are the only characters in her novels who are ever required to 
put forth energy into the maintenance of the home and family, and it always comes at a personal 
cost to them. When female characters face the potential consequences of engaging with family, 
“it is uncertain whether the self will be nurtured or damaged by renewed contact” because they 
are expected to always sacrifice their own needs and desires for the good of the family, while 
men are not held to the same standards (55). When Pierrot becomes tired of being a husband and 
father, he simply leaves, without even explaining to Lucie where he is going or why, or what she 
is to do in his absence. Lucie inquires after him with his mother, who tells her that he had 
returned to his childhood home for some time. His mother, who remains unnamed, tells Lucie 
that 
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l’existence tranquille que vous avez menée tous les quatre, il en a eu le dégoût, me dit-il, 
une répugnance soudaine, irrépressible. Son travail, ses collègues, la bonne ambiance, il a 
eu le dégoût de tout cela. Et votre maison, le lotissement, la vie de famille, tout l’a 
dégoûté brutalement, c’est ce qu’il m’a dit, il était plein de hargne et d’amertume. Il ne 
tolère pas l’idée que quiconque sache maintenant où il est, veuille le raisonner et le 
persuader de se comporter autrement. Il ne veut plus exister pour personne. (102) 
 
Pierrot, suddenly feeling the same “dégoût” and “répugnance” that Lucie has felt for years, is 
able to act upon his desire to extricate himself from familial responsibility and the physical space 
of the home because he is a man; Lucie, as a woman, does not have that choice.  
 Most of the characters in La Sorcière are women, and the few men in the narrative, 
including Pierrot, Lucie’s father, and her mother’s new husband, are ridiculed for how they 
depend on women without ever acknowledging their efforts. The damning attitude with which 
NDiaye portrays these men reveals that it is not a condemnation of domesticity itself that she is 
advocating but a criticism of the social system, produced by the gender binary, that leads men to 
think they do not have to engage in domestic labor or embody domestic values. Instead, it 
requires women to perform all necessary domestic duties to the point that a naturally higher 
capacity for domestic duty has become an integral part of the definition of womanhood and 
femininity. While for many contemporary gender and queer theorists the conflation of femininity 
and domesticity has meant either that domestic values must be condemned in order to 
deconstruct the gender binary (as the queer ethics counter to reproductive futurism, see Lee 
Edelman’s No Future) or that the gender binary must be upheld to revalorize femininity and 
domesticity (as in second-wave feminism), an alternative path remains possible. In the post-
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feminist era, the path forward in dismantling gender includes a reclamation of domestic values 
separate from essentialist notions of femininity or womanhood. This aligns with the theoretical 
work of Susan Fraiman, who, responding to a “recent tendency in American studies to demonize 
the domestic,” attempts to carve out a new conception of domesticity by denaturalizing it from 
gender categories altogether (Fraiman 6).  Fraiman’s goal of “decoupl[ing] domestic spaces, 
figures, and duties from a necessary identification with conservative ‘family values’” and 
severing “the tie between domesticity and women” resembles the work NDiaye is beginning to 
do in her fiction by demonstrating the artificiality of femininity as a part of women’s identities 
(3). NDiaye uses various literary techniques to depict women’s navigations of uncanny 
landscapes as they reckon with the uncanniness of the people, places, and things most familiar to 
them, including themselves. Her narratives demonstrate the ways in which artificial assumptions 
of gender roles among families exploit and subjugate women, as a microcosm of the ways 
constructs of femininity operate on a societal level to impose identity and responsibility onto 
women.   
 NDiaye primarily characterizes Lucie’s twin daughters Maud and Lise as sarcastic but 
otherwise disinterested teenagers, but one of the novel’s twists proves to be that they are much 
more powerful witches than Lucie herself without even trying. Throughout the novel, they 
shapeshift back and forth into crows and travel impossible distances in seconds; they have 
visions like Lucie’s that are actually meaningful. Lucie remarks to herself at one point that “si 
elles croyaient suffisamment en leur don pour l’utiliser à d’autres fins que strictement pratiques, 
elles seraient peut-être, pensais-je avec espoir, les plus grandes sorcières de tous le temps” (La 
Sorcière 69). And perhaps they do: near the end of the novel they turn into crows one last time 
and fly away, not to be seen again. I interpret this voluntary exit from their domestic suburban 
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lives as a hopeful ending, the kind of opting-out from domesticity that only fantastic women 
could make. Lucie, however, faces a much worse end, being forced to take a job teaching her 
skills of “la divination” at her neighbor Isabelle’s new school, the “Université Féminine de la 
Santé Spirituelle d’Isabelle O,” which advertises domestic and new-age nonsense classes 
exclusively to women for a ridiculous price (135; 133). NDiaye describes Isabelle as “une petite 
femme boulotte et brutale, à l’oeil étroit, stupide et malin,” and conveys through the 
establishment of her school that she is an “emblem of present-day nouveau riche prosperity and 
urbanism” (La Sorcière 82; 2010, 113). Teaching at Isabelle’s sham school, her get-rich-quick 
scheme, a “juteuse affaire” as she describes it with a “ricanement malveillant,” is clearly a failure 
for Lucie as an individual, and represents the self-perpetuating system that reinforces gender 
generation after generation (134). Lucie is not even successful at the school, however, and in a 
further irony, ends up imprisoned herself for charlatanism because she made up visions for her 
students since she couldn’t rely on her real visions to teach with. This dire end reveals NDiaye’s 
cynical perspective on attempting to escape the confines of gender because paradigms of 
femininity and domesticity so strictly define identity and societal roles for women: there is no 
real success or true prosperity for the individual to be found in the binary system of gender 
because both constructions of masculinity and femininity are impersonal and impossible to 
achieve. Lucie as a dis-empowered and dis-enchanted witch acts as a perfect subject through 
which NDiaye can convey her own disenchantment with societal constructs of gender.  
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III. Archetypes as Sites of Gendered (Mis)recognition in En Famille  
Is the true self this which stands on the pavement in January, or that which bends over the 
balcony in June? Am I here, or am I there? Or is the true self neither this nor that, neither here 
nor there, but something so varied and wandering that it is only when we give the rein to its 
wishes and let it take its way unimpeded that we are indeed ourselves? 
—Virginia Woolf, “Street Haunting” 
 
Like many of NDiaye’s other books and plays, En Famille employs uncanny and 
supernatural elements to symbolically articulate a woman’s conflicts between her family and 
herself. The family, as a common point of origin, seems to stand as one of the ultimate sites of 
familiarity where one can depend on the reassuring comfort of knowing and being known by 
others, yet as NDiaye demonstrates in so many ways, the unfamiliar always maintains a presence 
even among the familiar. Perverting the heimlich site of the family is one of NDiaye’s most 
powerfully unsettling methods of invoking the uncanny in her texts: she frequently depicts 
familial relationships that are fragmented, estranged, hostile, and even incestuous, and the 
disturbing effects those relationships have on individuals. NDiaye’s treatment of family across 
her oeuvre is thus one that facilitates exploration of the theme of foreignness and recognition as 
an ontological concern. In En Famille, this concern is made especially prominent as the 
insurmountable obstacle preventing the protagonist, Fanny, from accomplishing the mission that 
defines her identity: finding her lost Aunt Léda to reclaim her own position in her family. 
Fanny’s quest aligns her with the figures of antiquity’s archetypal hero and modernity’s flâneur, 
placing her in a position where “the reader no longer thinks of [her] as the main character of En 
famille, but rather as an amalgamation of various questers with similar characteristics from other 
works” (Hertich 723). Due to the nature of these prototypes as both products of and agents which 
reinforce constructs of masculinity, these characteristics that Fanny embodies are largely 
masculine. While NDiaye never explicitly articulates why Fanny is not recognized by her family, 
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based on the conclusion of the book in which Fanny is reborn as a much more typically feminine 
character and only then accepted into the family, I argue that a crucial part of Fanny’s rejection is 
due to her refusal to acquiesce to the behavioral standards and values of femininity.   
While surrounded by family members throughout the book, eighteen-year-old Fanny is a 
solitary character who cannot overcome the fragmentation of, or estrangement from, her family, 
no matter how hard she tries. The story begins with her arrival at her grandmother’s house, 
where her extended family is already gathered for the grandmother’s birthday without having 
invited Fanny. Fanny and her parents are estranged from the rest of the family, and Fanny herself 
is estranged from the two of them, who are divorced. She is obliged to “compenser de surcroît la 
défaillance de ses parents absents” among her extended family, feeling “sur son dos robuste 
s’accumulaient les négligences fautives des parents” (12). It is unclear precisely what happened 
between Fanny and her parents or between them and the rest of the family, but the mission 
inspired by this trauma becomes Fanny’s defining characteristic throughout the novel. Fanny’s 
driving purpose is to fix the mess that has been made of her family, but her eternal conflict is 
misrecognition and total lack of recognition among her family members: she constantly has to 
reassert her identity to her aunts, uncles, cousins, grandmother, and even her own parents. 
Fanny’s attempts to fulfill what she believes to be her familial responsibility are futile, constantly 
met with the obstacle of her own foreignness, and in response to her efforts she is met only with 
blame, hostility and abuse from her family.  
Throughout the novel, Fanny and her relatives makes references to Fanny’s ‘real name,’ 
which is never revealed. When her Aunt Colette greets her with the name Fanny, Fanny 
exclaims, “Je ne m’appelle pas Fanny, Tante Colette ! Tu as donc tout oublié ?” (9). Yet she 
immediately, and pleasurably, concedes to the new name, saying, “Mais cela ne fait rien, 
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appelle-moi Fanny. Il me fallait, de toute façon […] un nouveau prénom” (9). Later in the book 
Aunt Colette reveals that she got the name Fanny from an old romance novel she was reading, a 
book called Les Amants sans patrie, which is purely the invention of NDiaye, but presents the 
first of many hints at metatextuality in the novel. This imaginary book seems to likely be a 
reference to the 1859 novel Les Amants by Hector Malot, a nineteenth-century French novelist 
whose later and more popular novels En Famille (1893) and Sans Famille (1878) told the 
“moralistic” tales of orphaned children who struggle with acceptance in new families (Hertich 
727n3). Malot’s protagonist in En Famille, a thirteen-year-old girl named Perrine, journeys on 
foot to find her relatives after the death of her mother, and refusing to let anyone know her real 
name while she stays at her grandmother’s house. The similarities between the two are thus 
striking.  
Further and perhaps more provocative are the many reference points in the novel to Jane 
Austen’s 1814 novel, Mansfield Park, whose protagonist is named Fanny Price. Austen’s Fanny, 
like NDiaye’s, is an outcast among her family who holds her relatives to high moral standards, 
always dissatisfied with their conduct. In Mansfield Park, Fanny comes from a poor family and 
is taken in by her wealthy aunt, but is treated extremely poorly by the rest of her extended family 
members. The only exception to this is her cousin Edmund, who seems to parallel Eugène: he is 
the only relative who shows Fanny any kindness, and they have a romantic chemistry throughout 
the novel which culminates in their marriage. NDiaye renders Fanny liminal in so many ways 
throughout the novel, as both feminine and masculine, an insider and outsider to the family, 
recognized and unknown, that adding another dimension of ambiguity to her character seems 
fitting, and helps cast further mystery across the novel. NDiaye never articulates her references 
explicitly, but hints to them with passages that reference Fanny’s affinity for reading and the 
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confusion she sometimes has between fictional worlds and reality: recounting a memory to her 
relatives, for examples, she wonders if “on opina sans préciser si l’on voyait bien tout ce que 
décrivait Fanny ou si, simplement, on reconnaissait à Fanny le droit de s’exprimer comme dans 
les livres, avec les belles images et l’enthousiasme qu’on y rencontre parfois” (13-14). Later, an 
encounter with a group of women at a bus stop speaking in a language she doesn’t understand 
provokes a crisis for her in which she asks herself whether the vague recognition she feels for 
these women is really her own memory of that of “quelque personnage des livres innombrables 
qu’elle avait lus, auquel elle s’identifierait sans le savoir, dans le rappel confus d’une situation 
analogue” (43). Fanny herself seems to almost know that she is a character in a book, and the 
way NDiaye keeps her on the verge of this realization imbues further uncanniness into the text.    
Unlike Fanny Price, however, NDiaye’s Fanny is not demure or timid, and instead of 
spending most of her time isolated, alone in her room, she spends most of the novel on a quest. 
While Fanny is obsessed with her family, En Famille is physically much less domestically-
focalized than many of NDiaye’s other novels. Instead of being set primarily in the familiar 
locations of the home and its surrounding suburban neighborhoods, as La Sorcière and 
Autoportrait en vert are, the novel follows Fanny along on her journey through unfamiliar places. 
Fanny resembles the masculine archetypes of the hero and the flâneur more than most other 
NDiayean protagonists because she spends most of the book physically outside the home. She is 
more masculine than other NDiayean female protagonists because she takes charge, speaks her 
mind, gives orders, and makes her own decisions against the will of her relatives. Along with 
being completely defined by her quest, Fanny’s physical separation from the home renders her, 
on a surface level, reminiscent of an archetypal hero or its later descendant, the flâneur, two 
figures defined by action and exteriority to the home.  
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For hundreds if not thousands of years, the archetypal hero has stood as an integral figure 
in literature and culture. As an essentially masculine prototype, the reiteration of this character in 
different stories has led to the development of a commonly held idea of heroism that is rooted in 
and has contributed to constructs of masculinity. Numerous scholars and theorists have turned 
their attention to the archetype of the hero, notably Otto Rank, Lord Raglan, and Thomas 
Carlyle, but Joseph Campbell’s theory of the monomyth, or the hero’s journey, has had particular 
influence on narratology and the study of the hero in literature.9 His seminal text, The Hero with 
a Thousand Faces (1949), articulated the hero’s journey as a universal story structure by 
combining myths and folklore from various cultures with twentieth-century psychoanalytic 
theory.10 To summarize, the monomyth follows as “a hero ventures forth from the world of 
common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a 
decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to 
bestow boon on his fellow man” (28). While Campbell writes once that the hero “is the man or 
woman” who embarks on such a journey, in almost every other instance when he discusses the 
hero, he uses masculine pronouns, and theoretically discusses the figure only as male, as “an 
eternal man—perfected unspecific, universal man” (18). He defines the hero largely in 
opposition to feminine archetypal figures such as the goddess, the crone, the temptress, and the 
mother. “Woman,” overall, “represents the totality of what can be known,” while the male figure 
of “the hero is the one who comes to know” (106). In this way, man and masculinity has become 
synonymous with the individual while woman and femininity remain used to represent the 
collective other, and subsequently the right to identity and subjectivity has come to belong only 
                                                          
9 See the entry for “Hero” from the Routledge Encyclopedia of Narrative Theory (2010).  
10 Campbell also traced the ancient story structure into contemporary literature, and in fact borrowed the term 
‘monomyth’ from James Joyce in Ulysses.  
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to men. The legacy of the archetypal hero is thus deeply rooted in the construction of the gender 
binary which mimics the dialectic structure of various other ontological constructs of self and 
other, right and wrong, good and evil, etc, in which one of the two concepts is always superior to 
the other in a strict hegemony.  
The typical configuration of the hero is undeniably masculine: he is not just any man but 
the ideal, perfectly masculine man. Just like Virginia Woolf’s Angel in the House was for 
femininity (as conflated with domesticity), the archetypal hero is a phantom of masculinity, a 
personification of action, power, victory, and individualism. In another dialectic, he is nearly 
inseparable from his journey in the same way the Angel in the House or, more simply put, the 
housewife, is inseparable from her domestic realm of the home. While the hero is synonymous 
with action, the housewife is synonymous with inaction; the hero’s domain is the seemingly 
infinite public while the housewife’s is the clearly defined private.  
The archetypal hero prefigures the flâneur by centuries, but the two clearly originate from 
the same vein of masculinity constructs and the pervasive dialectic of gender. In the nineteenth 
century, the flâneur emerged as a product of the “separation of spheres,” an ideology that 
reinforced the “restriction of women to the ‘private’ sphere of the home and the suburb,” and 
rendered “the public sphere, despite the presence of some women in certain contained areas of it, 
a masculine domain” (Wolff 34-35). The flâneur was a symbol of modernity, “the modern hero” 
(39). “Insofar as the experience of ‘the modern’ occurred mainly in the public sphere, it was 
primarily men’s experience,” and no one embodied this more than the flâneur, especially the 
flâneur as depicted by Charles Baudelaire in his poetry and essay, “La Peintre de la Vie 
Moderne” (35). This piece, originally published in 1863, articulated the flâneur as “un homme 
du monde” who was at home in the crowds of the street, an “observateur passionné” with “une 
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immense jouissance,” who elected to make his “domicile dans le nombre, dans l’ondoyant dans 
le movement, dans le fugitive et l’infini” (7). Instead of being tied and defined by the clearly and 
finitely delineated domestic space of the home, the male flâneur is free to “être hors de chez soi, 
et pourtant se sentir partout chez soi” in a way that women at the time could not due to the strict 
gender stratification of society (9). As Wolff demonstrates in her 1985 article, “The Invisible 
Flâneuse,” the nineteenth century in Europe was marked by “the growth and increasing 
separation of ‘public’ and ‘private’ spheres of activity in western industrial societies” unlike any 
previous era (43). Institutions in the public sphere accessible only to men were flourishing, while 
gradually excluding women more and more from participation, cementing their association with 
the private sphere.  
The development of the separation of spheres across so many disciplines and professions 
made it both very socially real and contributed to the process of self-definition by which 
“analysts of contemporary society,” including “sociologists and other commentators who 
documented their observations in academic essays, literary prose, or poetry,” established 
modernity precisely as they wished, a self-perpetuating ideology (45). The literature of 
modernity purposefully “ignores the private sphere,” and consequently ignored women (45). 
Women only figure in the literature of modernity “through their relationships with men in the 
public sphere, and via their illegitimate or eccentric routes into this male arena” (45). By the 
hegemonic nature of dialectic oppositions, the binary between masculine/public and 
feminine/private was established to devalue the latter and elevate the former. Walter Benjamin, 
commenting on the development of modernity in The Arcades Project, “decried modernity’s 
alienation as a collective state of no longer being heimisch or at home” (Hanssen 2). Yet the 
disregard for the feminine/private sphere—that which we would also call the domestic—is “not 
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only detrimental to any understanding of the lives of [women]; it obscures a crucial part of the 
lives of men, too, by abstracting one part of their experience and failing to explore the 
interrelation of public and private spheres” (45). Modernity is only one among many cultural 
constructs that both draw from and contribute to the constructions of dialectical masculinity and 
femininity, and the flâneur is one of its byproducts.  
In questioning whether or not a feminine version of the flâneur—a flâneuse—could 
possibly exist, or a feminine version of the hero—a heroine—it is thus essential to understand 
each of the original masculine archetypes as prototypical figures that, at their cores, depend 
upon, reproduce, and further develop pre-existing constructions of masculinity. In the context in 
which they were developed and in the subsequent historical periods in which they have figured 
prominently in literary criticism and the overall collective unconscious, these archetypes have 
been largely out of bounds for female characters. While women certainly are capable of doing 
the things that these masculine figures do and demonstrating the characteristics and values they 
represent, literature, as it has historically been an institution controlled by men and steeped in 
gender like the rest of culture, has for the most part not depicted women in these roles. The 
flâneuse and heroine are therefore in some ways ‘mythic’ characters whose very natures would 
negate themselves, not because there is any truth to the claims of gender essentialism but because 
of the social contexts in which they have been situated for most of their existence. There is no 
point arguing retroactively for the existence of a counterpart to the archetypal hero or flâneur 
that transcends the gender boundaries of its contemporary context, nor attempting to redefine 
these figures as indeterminately gendered when they certainly were. It is the duty of 
contemporary culture to push beyond the molds of the past with the creation of new characters 
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who go beyond any archetype and, in doing so, demonstrate the inutility of archetypes to capture 
any full subjective experience.  
Fanny’s journey has many stages, but can be simplified into two main parts: before her 
death, and after her re-birth. In the first stage, she embodies the masculine characteristics of the 
hero and the flâneur: she is “rien que celle qui cherche Tante Léda,” and she remarks that she 
feels “que je suis née pour chercher Léda” (46; 45). She is confident that she is the best for the 
job because she has “une mémoire illimitée et rigoreuse, connaissant le passé proche plus 
précisément que ceux qui l’avaient vécu,” and driven by a “colère” that she has been wronged in 
many ways by her entire family (14; 13). She enlists her cousin Eugène as a side kick, “n 
compagnon obeisant, probe, et courageux” (21). When he offers to take them on the journey in 
his car, however, she vehemently resists: “Mais nous allons à pied !” (26). The narrator 
contriubes that “elle ne sut donner que des vagues raisons, affirmant qu’un tel voyage ne se 
pouvait faire qu’à pied, avec lenteur, difficultés de toutes sortes, mais sûre de son fait et 
s’entêtant comme si, ayant oublié les causes précises, peut-être anciennes, il lui fût resté 
néanmoins la certitude de cette obligation” (26). She even “avait fait couper ses cheveux très 
court, se figurant qu’il y avait là, pour voyager, comme une dignité,” as a symbolic 
representation of her masculinity before leaving (19).  
Among the characteristics of the experience of the flâneur, Wolff cites “the possibility 
and the prospect of lone travel, of voluntary uprooting, of anonymous arrival at a new place” and 
the “freedom to move about in the city, observing and being observed, but never interacting with 
others” (39). Yet Fanny interacts with others constantly in searching for clues to find her aunt 
Léda; she does not seek independence or isolation, nor does she see “choosing when to wander” 
as “a luxury”:  her expedition is a responsibility to her family (Devereux Herbeck 33). 
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Anonymity is not a prospect for Fanny but an obstacle, and her intended arrival is not at a new 
place but at the distantly familiar place from which she has never felt truly at home but should. 
Further, her intentions are quite precisely the opposite of uprooting herself: her goal throughout 
the book is to reaffirm her roots in her family and home. Thus, in some ways, En Famille 
demonstrates how fictional works can “give formerly passive objects the right to be active 
subjects, or at least the glimmer of hope for such a status” (Devereux Herbeck 34). Fanny, as a 
character that might be called a wandering woman, a flâneuse, a heroine, or just a female 
protagonist on the move, demonstrates to some extent how fictional female characters like this 
can “derail to some extent the conventional hegemony of power that characterize[s] gendered 
roles of movement,” but her dissatisfaction with her travels and failure in her quest show how 
sometimes liberation is really just a fiction for women (34). 
The first part of Fanny’s journey is cut short when she is attacked by Eugène’s dog and 
dies. No one particularly minds her death: in response, Aunt Colette, “retrouva[nt] sa vivacité 
d’esprit, enveloppa sans dégoût (comme elle vidait les lapins, nettoyait les têtes de veau) ce qu’il 
demeurait de Fanny dans un vieux drap et s’en alla jeter le tout sut le tas de fumier, au fond du 
jardin,” another aunt “lessiva le carreau,” and her own mother simply “s’occupait de server 
l’apératif” (186). Fanny only receives the acceptance she has been longing for upon her magical 
and mysterious rebirth, which inexplicably is transforms her appearance and demeanor to be 
much more feminine. When Aunt Colette finds Fanny’s body in the woods after her death, she 
remarks that her face is “modifié […] ondulant, au coeur d’un halo rosâtre,” and suddenly has 
“une vague ressemblance avec le mien, qui présente les traits typiques des visages de notre 
famille” (211). “J’avais reconnu Fanny bien qu’elle fût fort différente de ce qu’elle avait été,” 
she says, “ainsi que nous avions souhaité qu’elle fût autrefois” (211). Fanny seems to know that 
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she has come back changed for the better, and asks Aunt Colette if she can be forgiven. Aunt 
Colette hesitates to answer, and Fanny insists, “ton silence me fera mourir une nouvelle fois” 
(212). In response, Aunt Colette picks Fanny up and takes her to the house, where she and 
Eugène discuss Fanny’s transformation. “Elle est maintenant selon notre désir,” says Aunt 
Colette, and Eugène responds, “Ainsi, je l’aurais peut-être épousée” (213). 
While Fanny spends most of the book transgressing feminine norms by insisting on the 
importance of her quest and doing things her way, the resolution in which she is reborn as a more 
subdued, feminine character represents a cynical attitude towards the possibility of success in 
overcoming gender boundaries. By the end of the book, Fanny recognizes that at the root of her 
rejection from her family was her error of searching for someone who they had already 
ostracized: “Fanny comprenait surtout à présent qu’elle n’avait jamais fait que se nuire ; car, 
voulant pénétrer la famille, quell pire moyen pouvait lui aliéner sa bienveillance que de pretender 
ramener celle que la famille, après réflexion, avait rejetée ?” (258). By going against the family’s 
wishes in the active, masculine way of taking on a quest instead of acquiescing to their 
expectations that she would take the passive feminine role, Fanny was making her own trouble.  
 Fanny’s quest for recognition and belonging in her family has been proposed to be an 
allegory for colonial exclusion, alienation, and displacement,11 for racial prejudice within 
individual families,12 and for otherness in the self.13 While all of these interpretations certainly 
hold true, I argue that gender remains an integral yet hidden part of the family circumstance that 
allows allegorical interpretations to function. Fanny’s rejection from her family in the first 
sections of the book coincide with her refusal to obey feminine gender norms: she is aligned with 
                                                          
11 See Alexander Hertich, 2005. 
12 See Michael Sheringham, 2007. 
13 See K. Ambroise Teko-Agbo, 1995. 
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the masculine figure of the archetypal hero or flâneur through her exteriority to the domestic 
space, her mobility, and her asserted authority. The family’s refusal to recognize Fanny until she 
embodies traditional femininity presents a troubled, cynical view of the contemporary hope that 
women can transgress gender roles. Further, by its conflation with the domestic space and the 
construction of self, a lack of recognition by the family presents a lack of self-recognition when 
transgressing gender roles. Combined, the constant back and forth of recognition and 
misrecognition that Fanny faces throughout the novel, the supernatural occurrences, and the 
ever-present ominous tone make En Famille a phantasmagoria of the uncanny which prompts 
reader to question Fanny and her world and, in turn, themselves and their own world.  
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Conclusion 
 
While her narrative methods are extremely diverse, from traditional and experimental 
novels to short stories and plays, Marie NDiaye consistently explores the same themes 
throughout her oeuvre. One of the most common is the tension between the foreignness and 
familiarity of identity, which she often articulates with the analogy of the self and home as both a 
concept and physical space. By setting so many of her stories in the home, NDiaye draws the 
same parallel between space and self that so many writers, artists, and theorists have explored in 
various eras and genres. Gaston Bachelard’s Poetics of Space, for example, famously drew 
metaphorical parallels between the home and the self by citing Jung’s comparison of human 
consciousness to the physical structure of a house, arguing that “from the very fact that it may be 
so easily developed, there is ground for taking the house as a tool for analysis of the human soul” 
(xxxvii). Bachelard writes that “our soul is an abode,” and that homes “are in us as much as we 
are in them” (xxxvii). A home environment cast into uneasiness is thus troubling because it so 
directly correlates to the self and its ontological anxieties. Since the typical NDiayean response 
to tension is uncomfortable nonchalance, many of her characters may seem on the surface to be 
safe from identity anxieties, yet the uncanniness cast over their home lives demonstrates 
NDiaye’s interest in portraying inner conflicts through analogy to the exterior world of the home. 
The search for a comfortable home or chez soi that troubles so many of NDiaye’s protagonists is 
thus figuratively representative of a search for comfort with personal identity and subjectivity.  
This is further complicated for most of NDiaye’s protagonists, however, because as 
women, domesticity and the domestic bear different connotations than for men. While the study 
of the home as an ontological parallel to the self has remained largely a theoretical tool for men, 
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for women the reality of domesticity as a script for selfhood has been nearly inescapable. Having 
historically had the luxury of being able to leave the home and establish themselves separately 
from notions of domesticity, men have also had the privilege of theorizing the importance of 
home while women have simply lived it. While for men outside the domestic sphere the home 
may seem like a refuge, an ancestral Heim from which they have been estranged but which offers 
the promise of comfort upon their return, women who have historically been sequestered to the 
home have a different understanding of its meaning. As NDiaye demonstrates in her novels, 
women’s material and emotional responsibilities and conflicts within the domestic sphere are 
extremely troubling since they have nowhere else to escape to, but even worse is the affront on 
their individual identities that the requirements of domesticity and femininity impose on them. 
The policing of women’s personalities and behavior to comply with standardized norms of 
femininity is reductive to their individual subjective development and experience of selfhood.  
Cheating husbands, hostile relatives, ungrateful children, and incest are commonplace in 
NDiaye’s protagonists’ homes, but those are only the beginning of their domestic troubles. As 
we have seen in Autoportrait en vert, La Sorcière, and En Famille, these women often face 
supernatural circumstances in the chez soi, and within themselves as well, as a representation of 
the uncanny cycle of familiarity and foreignness that plagues the process of self-recognition. 
While neither La Sorcière or En Famille lend their focus to ghosts, both books feature ghostly 
encounters like the ones that dominate Autoportrait en vert; that is, encounters with ambiguous 
figures who may or may not have truly returned from death. Localizing ghosts primarily in the 
home, NDiaye repeats the motif of the haunted house in many of her works, which by extension 
of the analogy of self and home evokes the theme of the haunted self. The phrase “haunted 
house” seems almost redundant upon tracing “haunt” back to its origins, the root “heim”: the 
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English version of “haunt” came from the French “hanter,” to frequently visit a place, which in 
turn can be traced back to the Old Norse “heimta,” to lead home.14 The term therefore has much 
more of a connection and rootedness in the home than contemporary understanding may 
indicate: a case of a haunted house or haunting, by this definition, is less about the ghost itself 
but where its presence occurs. The haunted house is therefore a concern of the uncanny, the 
return of the repressed, facing something that, once familiar, became alienated and strange, but 
returns to where it once originated in a new light. The uncanniness of a haunted house, an 
uncanny figure in a canny space, parallels the ontological crises that NDiaye’s female 
protagonists go through in their conflicts with family and domesticity: while the home and 
family are the milieus with which they are most familiar due to the societal naturalization of 
domesticity and femininity as part of women’s identities, their estrangement from this 
environment begins upon the emergence of hidden truths and/or supernatural figures. Once the 
narrator in Autoportrait begins to notice the femmes en vert, for instance, she begins to call into 
question her own position in her family. In La Soricère, Lucie’s growing awareness of the 
futility of her own powers coincides with her knowledge of the severity of her husband’s 
infidelity and estrangement from her family. Fanny, further, spends most of En Famille 
convinced that gaining belonging in her family is the only way to affirm her own worth, but only 
realizes her need to get away from them entirely upon facing incestuous and hostile relatives, her 
grandmother’s ghost, and her own return from death.  
As Derrida wrote in his opening lecture for the series that would later be published as 
Specters of Marx, “there has never been a scholar who really, and as a scholar, deals with ghosts. 
A traditional scholar does not believe in ghosts […] There has never been a scholar who, as such, 
                                                          
14 See Merriam-Webster and the Oxford English Dictionary for etymological reference.  
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does not believe in the sharp distinction between the real and the unreal, the actual and the 
inactual, the living and the non-living, being and non-being, [or] in the opposition between what 
is present and what is not, for example in the form of objectivity” (11). NDiaye’s focus on 
ghosts, ghostliness, and other uncanny figures in her books demonstrates her interest in 
portraying the liminal spaces that are so often overlooked in literature and theory. By crafting 
narratives in which characters simultaneously are alive and dead, supernaturally empowered and 
powerless, and comfortable and uncomfortable in their homes and among their families, she 
settles her work in this ambiguous place as a heightened representation of reality. In order to 
convey the feeling of dis-ease that accompanies any realization of the arbitrary construction of 
societal structures, the simultaneous out-of-place feeling these realizations can provoke both for 
the self within society and introspectively. As NDiaye’s protagonists begin to recognize the root 
of their feelings of discomfort within their homes and positions in their families and society due 
to gender roles, they also begin to lose their familiarity with themselves and the myth of an 
inherently and essentially feminine identity. NDiaye demonstrates in Autoportrait en vert, La 
Sorcière, and En Famille, as well as her other novels and plays, how women’s reckoning with 
femininity can prompt estrangement from self and society as they begin the complicated work of 
dismantling what parts of their subjectivity and identity are their own and which are imposed by 
gender norms—distinctions that often cannot be drawn at all. In the contemporary age and what 
many call the postfeminist world, deconstructing gender seems an increasingly pressing task, but 
NDiaye presents the complications such a task involves in a way few other writers or artists have 
managed to do. By using the fantastic and supernatural to evoke the uncanny, NDiaye conveys to 
readers the feeling of discomfort and the physical dysphoria women may feel as they confront 
assumptions about their identity and social role imposed by norms of femininity. Recognizing 
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the “compulsory character of the category [of womanhood or the feminine] itself,” NDiaye 
represents her female characters on the cusp of recognizing their own subjectivity, as it has the 
potential to expand infinitely beyond gender (Wittig 5). The uncanny in and uncanniness of the 
domestic represent women’s disappointment and subsequent anxiety in trying to turn back to 
femininity as a source of comfort, the heimlich of their ‘original’ and ‘natural,’ state which is 
familiar to them. Instead of a natural and perfect feminine essence, however, women searching 
for their own identities find their unique consciousness that cannot be simplified to a gender 
category, both familiar and foreign, wonderful and terrifying in its magnitude.   
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